Distance learning has been gaining ground in higher education institutions, particularly in the context of blended learning, forcing institutions and teachers to confront new challenges in the teaching / learning process [1] [2] [3] [4]. This trend has been increasing in the world [5] [6], namely in the United States [1] [7] and in Europe [8] [9] [6] [10].
INTRODUCTION
Distance learning has been gaining ground in higher education institutions, particularly in the context of blended learning, forcing institutions and teachers to confront new challenges in the teaching / learning process [1] [2] [3] [4] . This trend has been increasing in the world [5] [6] , namely in the United States [1] [7] and in Europe [8] [9] [6] [10] .
Blended learning, or simply b-learning, has been associated with the reduction of costs and efficiency [11] [3] . According to several authors, it enables to combine face-to-face and online distance modalities (elearning or mlearning), so it is said to be the better of both worlds [12] [13] [14] . It also allows to enhance greater space-time flexibility, and when properly implemented allows the acquisition of meaningful learning, centered on student autonomy, which, among other aspects, takes into account different learning styles/preferences. However, the definition of the concept of blended learning is not consensual, emerging, in a broad sense, as a dynamic process that is often organic and context-specific [15] . Following the perspective of several other authors, we can quote [16] , for whom "blended learning is the effective combination of different modes of delivery, models of teaching and styles of learning". [5] , [17] and [18] also highlight the learning styles. In the words of [19] it is associated with "a pedagogy that places the primary responsibility of learning in the student". For [20] , "Blending is an art that has been practiced by inspirational teachers for centuries" and that "adds extra dimensions to learning".
As [20] or [10] recognize, the concept can combine face-to-face sessions with remote sessions or only remote sessions. But for [21] , "it represents much more than the integration of in-presence and nonpresence moments [...] it must be understood as a dynamic strategy that involves different approaches and pedagogical models, different technologies and different learning spaces (formal and nonformal)". For these authors, blended learning can also be accomplished only with distance sessions, in this case, in what they call blended (e)learning.
For [22] , the concept integrates still another feature, thus, "blended learning is the mix of learning material such as face-to-face, online, technologies and print bases that allow the students to be engaged with the content of course". [23] state that, with this modality, the "students gain access and flexibility with regard to at least one of the following dimensions: time, place, pace, learning style, content, assessment or learning path". Therefore, blended-learning can inspire course curriculum design, including updating former face-toface pedagogical offers in order to meet the blended or hybrid principles and delivery. Bearing in mind this teaching / learning specific scenario, we developed two surveys to assess such a new teaching approach and the students' preferences, in two different momentsat the beginning and at the end of a higher education unit course. Hence, in the following section, we will present those surveys.
METHODOLOGY
Our research is aimed at assessing a b-learning teaching approach and the students' learning preferences in higher education within this hybrid modality, namely (and at this initial phase) in the curricular unit "Professional Presentations". This curricular unit was delivered at the ISCTE-IUL (Portugal), "a public university established in 1972" [24] . Moreover, in the second semester of the 2018/2019 academic year, it was delivered for the first time in blended learning, by a different team of teachers, in different graduation/post-graduation programs.
For that purpose, and bearing in mind that teaching/learning specific scenario, as previously mentioned, we developed two surveys, as also said to assess such a new teaching approach and the students' preferences, in two different momentsat the beginning and at the end of that unit course. We support the development of those surveys in a set of studies in which it was sought to identify similar topics.
As a prior remark, it is important to mention that many studies relate the satisfaction of a course in the modality of blended learning to the final grades students obtain, at the end of their formal learning / curricular path, in a given course unit/program [25] and [4] . In this context, [5] conclude that the "Results from the comparison studies suggest generally that online courses are at least comparable to classroom-based courses in achieving desired learning outcomes, while there is divergence in findings of comparisons of other course aspects. Collectively, the range of untested conceptual frameworks, the lack of discipline-specific theories, and the relative absence of a critical mass of researchers focused on the topic suggest ample opportunities for […] scholars seeking to enter this research community" Hence, we assumed as a major goal in our study to contribute to fill the existing gap in the b-learning research domain (cf. the absence referred to in the previous paragraph), centering our surveys in two main topics, i.e. assessing both the teaching/learning modality and the students' learning preferences.
In this text, we will present only the common questions in the two surveys that we have developed, with regard to those two topics (see Figure 1 and Figure 2 represented afterwards, in which the questions of the survey 2 are highlighted in bold). Both surveys have already been validated and tested. Survey 1 (S01) and Survey 2 (S02) also have in common the informed consent for participating in the study, as well as the characterization of the students' profile (e.g. age and program in which they are enrolled in). On the contrary, surveys 1 and 2 differ in the total amount of questions (27 in the former and 19 in the latter). This difference in the number of questions (Q) can be explained by the fact that some aspects are only possible to be accessed before the implementation of a certain pedagogical strategy or approach, as was the case in the delivering of the "Professional Presentations" unit. For instance, it only made sense to question the students about a prior learning experience in the blended learning modality at the beginning of the unit course (UC) -S01#Q09. Excluding the UC of Professional Presentations that you are now going to attend, how many courses or curricular units PREPRINT VERSION have you already attended in the b-learning mode? This is an example of a closed-ended question, the majority in both surveys. Nevertheless, we did also considered open-ended questions. PREPRINT VERSION Figure 2 . Questions on the learning preferences (S01 and S02).
RESULTS
Since the unit course is being offered as an intensive module, with a different calendar, according to the different programs involved, we are still implementing the surveys, to students of different classes. Therefore, we are still in the process of collecting and organizing data. However, we have already started a preliminary data analysis that will ultimately elucidate the following topics, among others: the assessment of the degree of familiarity with the blended-learning modality, the assessment of the degree of satisfaction with the blended-learning modality, the understanding of what motivates students in their individual learning process, and the understanding of what motivates students in their collaborative learning process. We intend to compare these topics within the students of a same class, and between students of the different classes enrolled, in two different moments, as previously mentioned, in the beginning and at the end of the unit course. These comparisons will certainly provide important contributions for the development of a key research area, as blended learning has come to be considered as a didactic response that meets the needs that the new paradigms in education demand.
CONCLUSIONS
In this text, we have presented an overview of the concept of blended learning, which we will be further analysing in the future. Then, we focused on the essence of a survey specifically developed to assess a b-learning teaching approach implemented for the first time in a graduation and postgraduation unit course, and the students' learning preferences, in higher education. The survey is theoretically framed by a state-of-the-art, which is in turn based on a knowledge mapping and synthesis on the blended learning concept and its principles, in different scientific fields. This feature will make it possible to further compare the results in the coming future among students of different scientific course programs.
The survey is meant to be applied at the beginning and the end of that (or any other) unit course delivered in the blended learning modality. Thus, in fact, it is materialized in two surveys, to be applied in those two distinct moments, namely, as we recall, at the start and at the end of a given b-learning curricular path.
As an anticipation of the data analysis withdrawn from the obtained results, still an ongoing process, we expect that the introduction of this b-learning pedagogical approach in the unit course of "Professional Presentations" can contribute to sustain the assessment of teaching practices towards students' learning preferences, and the choice of adequate technologies to fit those preferences, not only in ISCTE-IUL but also in other university institutions. Ultimately, we expect the results can shed light for further research, so as to improve the development of blended-learning course curriculum design in (higher) education.
